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Invasion of the Honeysuckle
Abstract

Focusing on invasive plants, we find many examples of highly destructive species throughout the United
States. These plants, when left unfettered, can slowly dominate an ecosystem, out-competing all of the native
botanical species. A community in which all individuals are the same, a monoculture, is very susceptible to
predators and diseases. The members of the invasive species also compete with each other for the resources.
The more diverse the life is in an ecosystem, the smaller the chance is that the community will be destroyed by
the loss of a single species.
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Invasion of the Honeysuckle
Biodiversity is essential to our existence. We depend on the life around us to survive; it represents
the source of our food, air, shelter, and clothing. Each species on Earth supports the life of at least one
other species. With each unique form of life lost to extinction, another species’ life becomes
endangered. An ecosystem, in its natural state, contains a great variety of species forming a complex
web of relationships. The diversity of living things found in the natural world is called biodiversity
(Wright 644).
Humans have greatly impacted the loss of biodiversity on the planet. Since the colonization of the
United States, at least 500 documented, native species have become extinct. Of the 20,000+ species
surveyed in the U.S. in the early 1990’s, over one‐third of those species have been found to be
endangered or already extinct (Wright 258). One of the most destructive mistakes we have made is the
introduction of invasive or exotic species into new environments. Per The National Invasive Species
Council (NISC), an invasive species is one that is non‐native (or alien) to the ecosystem under
consideration and whose introduction causes or is likely to cause economic or environmental harm, or
harm to human health.
While the damage from invasive species is seen worldwide, one of the countries hit hardest is the
United States. Per biologist Richard T. Wright, the annual cost of invasive species in the U.S. is over $137
billion. The NISC cites the economic damage from just six invasive species as an estimated $74 billion a
year (262). Most invasive species are transported here from their natural habitats for human use as pets
or as additions to our gardens. Escaped pets can quickly destroy the balance of the food chain in an
ecosystem. Invasive plants can easily spread from our backyards into nearby forests and glades. Once
introduced, an invasive species endangers the lives of the native plants and animals in its new home. An
invasive plant may completely out‐compete a native plant species, which is the main food source for a
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particular animal, leading to that animal’s starvation and so on, creating a domino effect of destruction
for the entire ecosystem.
Focusing on invasive plants, we find many examples of highly destructive species throughout the
United States. These plants, when left unfettered, can slowly dominate an ecosystem, out‐competing all
of the native botanical species. A community in which all individuals are the same, a monoculture, is
very susceptible to predators and diseases. The members of the invasive species also compete with each
other for the resources. The more diverse the life is in an ecosystem, the smaller the chance is that the
community will be destroyed by the loss of a single species.
One well known example of an invasive species to the Unites States is the Brazilian Pepper. Its
introduction into the Florida Everglades has obliterated the native biota, creating a monoculture in some
areas. Another example of an invasive plant species is the vine, Kudzu, which was imported to control
erosion on hills and highways in the Southeastern states. With no natural predators or competitors, the
kudzu vine grows at an average of a third of a meter every day, choking out the native plants in the
region. The vine is now found from Texas to Florida and as far north as Pennsylvania (Wright 262). In the
most affected areas, Kudzu carpets everything the eye can see including buildings, cars, trees, and
power lines (Slide 6). The Midwest is in the midst of a similar attack, from a family of plants which many
people think of as harmless and beautiful.
One of the most destructive invasive families of plants in the United States is the shrub honeysuckle.
According to Invasive.org, there are several species of invasive honeysuckle impacting the U.S., including
Lonicera maackii (Amur honeysuckle), Lonicera morrowii (Morrow’s honeysuckle), and Lonicera tatarica
(Tartarian honeysuckle). These plants create a canopy of leaves, blocking out the sunlight that native
species need to survive. They maintain their foliage from early spring until late fall, longer than any
native plants, destroying any chance its competitors have for survival. Unchecked, the shrub
honeysuckle have the ability to force out native botanical species at alarming rates.
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The Amur Honeysuckle, in particular, greatly affects the Midwestern U.S states of Kansas and
Missouri. It invades and destroys the biodiversity of the unique rocky glades and forests (Slide 4) found
near the banks of the Blue River. By wiping out native species, such as the glade grasses, the Amur
honeysuckle has had a major impact on the animals and insects which depend on these plants for
survival. For example, many species of bee are found solely in glades and are completely dependent on
the native botanical species found there for survival. As the Amur honeysuckle overpowers all of the
native grasses and flowers of the Blue River glades, biologists have seen a dramatic drop in the number
of habitat‐specific bees observed in these areas (Lehrbaum). The biodiversity in the glade is lost, as the
Amur shades out and destroys everything in its path; no living thing goes unaffected.
The Amur honeysuckle was introduced to the U.S. initially by the U.S. Natural Resources Conservation
Service, in an attempt to reclaim eroded land. It quickly spread to overtake many different ecosystems,
as it can grow in even the rockiest, most inhospitable parts of the country. It is an upright, woody shrub
with white or cream colored pith. The shrub can grow to heights of 8‐15 feet and widths of up to 10
feet. Its leaves grow opposite in arrangement and are simple in shape. The honeysuckle flowers in early
summer with long, white, tubular flowers, which are produced in pairs (USDA Forest Service).
Also produced in pairs are the Amur honeysuckle’s berries (Slide 2). Each bush can produce
thousands of seed containing berries annually; making seeds the plant’s main form of propagation. The
seeds have a surprisingly high germination rate of 50‐80% (USDA Forest Service). Seeds are spread to
neighboring areas by migrating birds which are attracted to the flesh of the bright red, plump berries in
which they are contained. The berries contain little of the nutrients these birds need for travel, unlike
the native plants of the region, causing the birds to experience difficulty in migration (Lehrbaum). As the
Amur honeysuckle spreads, it kills out all of the bird’s natural food sources, leaving the birds no option
but to eat these inadequate berries, thus spreading the destruction further and further throughout the
country.
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As a young plant, the Amur honeysuckle digs a shallow main root into the soil, anchoring itself. As
the plant grows and matures, its roots become fibrous and spread laterally, choking out the roots of its
neighbors. The root system is woody and shallow; it spreads quickly but is comparatively easy to
remove from the soil. If severed, the plant can reproduce through its root and its stems (Slide 3).
Maintaining a shallow root system allows the plant to spread quickly, covering as much ground as
possible per season.
As the scientific community began to recognize the impact of the Amur honeysuckle and its
counterparts on local ecosystems, many groups came together to fight the invasive plants. One such
group is Kansas City WildLands (KCWL), whose mission is to protect, restore, and preserve Kansas City’s
natural biomes. KCWL consists of a network of conservation minded people from the fields of science,
government, and academics. The group is largely dependent on its conscientious volunteers, of which
there are thousands (Lehrbaum).
Linda Lehrbaum, Program Manager for Kansas City WildLands, organizes the volunteers who battle
the honeysuckle. She teaches them how to identify the Amur honeysuckle and how to destroy it. She is
intimately aware of the honeysuckle's impact on Kansas City's natural communities, due to dedicating
the last several years of her career to restoring the native plants’ hold on these regions.
The majority of the ecosystems targeted by KCWL are found within the Kansas City metropolitan
area. Kansas City WildLands and its affiliates survey the biota of their project sites regularly, in a process
called BioBlitz. BioBlitz is a 24‐hour event in which teams of scientists, volunteers, and community
members join forces to find, identify, and learn about as many local plant and animal species as possible
(National Geographic). If a site is found in which the native species are in need of conservation, it is
targeted as a future site for invasive species removal. KCWL works with botanists and biologists to
assess which areas have the highest need of restoration, attending to those areas first.
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There are many strategies used when removing unwanted plants; each method has a different effect
on the plants. KCWL utilizes a successful system when eradicating the invasive honeysuckle, which has
been tried and perfected through ten years of research. They begin removal of the shrubs by pulling all
of the younger plants, whose roots have yet to spread and become well anchored. These plants must be
hung in the air to dry or burned, as the tenacious honeysuckle will quickly re‐root if given the
opportunity (Lehrbaum).
The next stage in removal is to cut down the larger plants, using hand saws or loppers. This stage
requires the most manpower, and volunteers are often brought in for assistance. They are asked to cut
down any plant that is one inch in diameter or more. The plant must be severed from its roots as close
to ground level as possible. Their stumps should be poisoned immediately with a chemical called Tordon
RTU, which has been proven to be the most effective honeysuckle herbicide thus far.
The active ingredients in Tordon are 2, 4‐Dichlorophenoxyacetic acid (2, 4‐D )and Picloram. 2, 4‐D is
the most commonly used herbicide in the world. It is specifically formulated to fight broad leafed plants,
and is used in combination with Picloram to treat perennials on non‐croplands for brush control. Both
herbicides have been found to leach into drinking water when used improperly (EPA). Furthermore,
Tordon will kill any plant it comes in contact with and must be used sparingly, to prevent an effect on
the plants surrounding it. KCWL recognizes these dangers, supplying their volunteers with very small
amounts of Tordon, in order to control the use of the chemical.
Once the honeysuckle shrub is severed, Tordon is spread along the cambium or living layer of the
plant’s trunk (stem), which is found just within the plant's bark (Slide 5). The herbicide travels through
the plant’s vascular tissue, killing what remains of the plant underground, including the roots. The dead
plants and stumps are left by the volunteers to dry on the ground, becoming a layer of dry, burnable
material. Once an area has been reasonably cleared of honeysuckle plants and the burn layer has been
created, KCWL and their team of scientists work together to plan a controlled burn of the site.
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Controlled burning is one of the most successful and thorough methods of eradicating an invasive
species. It clears away all of the honeysuckle which have been destroyed by the volunteers, their seeds
and berries, and any invasive plants which may have been missed throughout the removal process. The
burn also turns all of the plant waste into nutrient rich soil which assists the native plants in their growth
and health. Fire releases nutrients that nourish a new crop of plants, and in a short time the native
species have repopulated the area (Wright 107).
Over the past ten years, Kansas City WildLands has fought the shrub honeysuckle at many different
sites in the city. Their efforts have given the native biota an opportunity to reassert themselves in these
ecosystems. Each location is at a different stage of growth and development, reflecting an ever growing
wealth of biodiversity. With each burn at these sites, a greater complexity of native plants is given the
opportunity to grow and thrive. In the glade ecosystems, the first succession of plants which return after
a burn includes trees like cedar and redbud. Another plant which grows from the ashes of a burn is the
poison ivy vine (Toxicodendron radicans), which yields highly nutritious berries, providing food to the
birds in the region. As time passes, the glade begins to fill in with the growth of specialized glade grasses
(Slide 1) such as Little Blue Stem, Side Oats Gramma, Indian Grass, Big Blue Stem and Canadian Rye
(Jessee).
With each burn, fewer honeysuckle plants sprout in the glade. The invasive shrub slowly disappears,
giving rise to species found only in these glades and forests. In a recent survey, KCWL found that many
of the native bees have begun to repopulate the Blue River glade sites. Linda explains the importance of
these bees, "They are an indicator species… if the 'glade bees' return, we will know that restoring and
protecting expanded habitats for niche animals and plants will help with their long‐term survival."
Through the intense restoration work of environmental organizations, such as KCWL, Kansas City has
begun to rectify the damage done to its landscapes. Native plants and animals are reclaiming the glades
and forests surrounding the Blue River. Battles like this one are being fought across the world, in an
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attempt to restore the biodiversity and natural beauty to Earth. The continued success of the war
against invasive species is essential to sustain life on this planet.
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Slides

Slide 1: Examples of glade grasses, River Oats (left) & Bottlebrush Grass (right). Both plants are native to the glade
ecosystem and are being threatened by the invasive shrub honeysuckles. Photos by C. Masterson
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Slide 2: Amur Honeysuckle berries, immature (left) and mature (right). The bright red coloration of the mature
berries attracts birds, aiding in the distribution of the plants seeds. Photos by C. Masterson

Slide 3: Amur Honeysuckle root system. The young honeysuckle grows a taproot, straight down, to anchor the
plant (1). As the plant matures, its roots begin to spread laterally, remaining at shallow depths (2) & (3). As the
roots spread, new shoots form. This form of propagation allows the honeysuckle to grow several large, berry
hosting stems per root system. Photos by C. Masterson
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Slide 4: Glade ecosystem bordered by a deciduous forest, Rocky Point Glade, Kansas City, MO.
Photo by C. Masterson
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Slide 5: Herbicide, Tordon RTU, is applied to the cambium layer of each honeysuckle stem. This process destroys
the vascular system of the plant, which kills it, preventing the spread of the species. Photo by C. Masterson

Slide 6: The invasive Kudzu vine drapes over
everything in its path,
choking out all competing botanical species.
It blocks the sun and absorbs all of the
minerals that the native plants
need to survive.
(Photo courtesy of www.yoscott.com)
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